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This case study addresses violence against children 

with disabilities and the lack of attention it receives 

in day-to-day CBR practice. It is based on experiences  

of Ethiopian children with disabilities who faced 

violence in their lives and who took part in a research 

project. Their names are made !ctive to guarantee 

their safety. When comparing these stories to the 

available literature these stories are unfortunately not  

exclusive to Ethiopia. 

Three experiences of children

Konjit is a 9-year-old girl. When she was born her mother 

was in prolonged labor. Both her legs are paralyzed and 

she is using a wheelchair. She has two older brothers 

and sisters and she lives with her mother and one 

of her sisters. After she was born her father was very 

disappointed about her disability. He did not show any 

interest in Konjit. For the holidays he bought clothes for 

her siblings but never for her. He blamed the mother for 

having a child with disability; said she probably took 

medicines that caused the disability and that she is now 

punished for her sin through this child. The father does 

not want the neighbors to know that he has a child 

with a disability. Konjit’s mother however, has always 

supported her child. Her parents are now divorced. Her 

father still phones every now and again and asks after 

the wellbeing of her sister and brother, but he never 

asks after Konjit. 

Belayneh had many ear infections when he was young 

and at the age of 14 he is now deaf. The process 

happened very slowly. He seemed to respond less and 

less to people around him. His family became very 

irritated about the fact that he was not listening to  

them and he was beaten as he was regarded as a 

disobedient child. The family has 6 daughters and 

Belayneh is the only son. They had great expectations 

for him but he turned out to be a ‘useless’ child. At the 

age of 9 Belayneh was tired of the beating and he left 

his family. He lived with a group of children on the 

street in the city, begging and trying to !nd small jobs  

during the day. Belayneh had never learned to speak  

nor use sign language. A CBR-worker took interest in 

him and took him to a school for the deaf. He works 

in the afternoons to earn some money and in the 

mornings he learns. He does not remember where he  

is from. In the school they gave him a name since he  

did not know the name his parents gave to him. 

Workenesh is a 14-year-old girl with an intellectual 

disability. She didn’t manage to pass grade 3 in 

school. It took her longer to learn everything. 
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Initially her parents were very frustrated about their 

daughter, but over time she managed to become 

quite useful in household tasks. After her parents 

died she continued to live with her two brothers. 

Her sister is married and lives elsewhere. After her  

parents death the two brothers started raping their  

sister repeatedly. Workenesh always heard from 

her family and in the church that having sex before 

marriage was sinful. So after her brothers raped her she 

would go to the church to pray to God for forgiveness. 

One day the older sister came to visit and found 

Workenesh crying. It took some time but she managed 

to understand that her brothers were raping their  

own sister. Workenesh immediately moved to the 

house of her sister. Her brothers laughed about the 

accusations:  “What would a girl without a mind know 

about these things?”  When the older sister reported  

the case to the police and began a court case, the 

brothers just laughed at her. When Workenesh was 

enrolled in a school for children with an intellectual 

disability, the brothers suddenly became worried.  

If their sister was going to school maybe her mind  

was being cured and she would be able to testify  

against them. But the sister of Workenesh found out  

she had no case. The court does not take the  

statement of a person with an intellectual disability  

into consideration since they “do not have a mind” to 

speak for themselves. Also Workenesh did not have  

a medical report to prove that she has been raped. 

CBR and child protection 

The stories of Konjit, Belayneh and Workenesh are 

stories that have happened in areas where CBR-

programmes in Ethiopia operate. These stories are 

a reality in any part of the world and any active  

CBR-programme may be confronted with similar stories. 

As many CBR-programmes include children whose 

rights are violated, it is crucial to think of strategies to 

protect the children from violence and help them !nd 

justice after violence has been committed against them. 

Working in houses of children with disabilities 

CBR-programmes in homes of children with disabilities 

and their immediate communities have in many cases 

a large impact on the protection of children with a 

disability. CBR-programmes encourage many children  
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to leave their homes and become active participants of 

community life through schooling and other activities 

in the community. This could help them escape their 

abusive situations and could change community 

attitudes in a positive way. One could argue that  

almost all CBR-programmes should work against 

violations in the form of neglect and help children  

to become part of society. 

Violence and protection in schools                                                                                                                   

Conditions in schools that make children with 

disabilities vulnerable need to be analyzed. 

•  Teachers play an active role in the formation of 

community attitudes and culture. If there is a lack 

of awareness among teachers this may cause 

similar reactions to children with disabilities in the 

wider community. In many situations teachers do 

not have the appropriate resources to cater for the 

special needs of the child (Braille paper for example).  

Without proper recourses in knowledge and materials 

the attendance of a child in school may increase the 

teachers’ burden. In these situations teachers might 

express their frustration towards them verbally or 

physically. 

•  Special needs education might be far away from the 

family of the child. Living with relatives, in boarding 

schools or on the street all increase the vulnerability 

of children towards violence.

•  CBR programmes can raise the issue of child abuse to 

either regular or special schools. They can put child 

protection measures in place. By making the issue 

 of child violence a topic, children learn that violence 

against them is not normal and that they can turn to 

people for protection and justice. 

•  In Ethiopia there were examples of children who 

migrated away from their families for education. 

Some children received money from the government 

to support themselves and rented houses in groups. 

These children live away from their families and lack 

protection from their families. When children live 

on their own there is a need to create protection 

networks for the children through the schools, or to 

make schooling available for children in their own 

neighborhoods. 

The justice system                                                                                                                                              

Police and courts are in many cases not supportive in 

the protection of children with disabilities. The police 

do not place a high value on protection of children 

with disabilities, as they are considered “less important 

in society”. Families do not report violence against 

children since they are afraid of the opinion of society 

and feel that keeping good relations with society (which 

often favors the perpetrator over their child) is more 

important and safer for the family and even the child. 

The law (or the judges) possibly considers children with 

a physical or intellectual disability as being incapable 

to testify about violence against them. Especially when 

CBR-programmes are run by organizations that have 

the capacity to guarantee the safety of their personnel, 

they have the moral obligation to:

•  Network with the local police or security forces 

and raise awareness among police o"cers, lawyers 

and judges about the vulnerability of children with 

disabilities. 

•  Support court cases of children with disabilities. 

Such court cases can set examples and show to the 

community that children with disabilities are worth 
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protecting. Still, be aware that court cases often lead 

to a punitive response, instead of seeking humane 

and constructive solutions for all concerned.

Poverty                                                                                                                                                                                                    

The struggle for survival places a higher risk for children 

with disabilities and may be a cause of violence towards 

them. Children of poor parents or communities are  

more often on the streets, both during the day and 

at nighttime. As their parents are busy with surviving 

there is often little attention given to their (disabled) 

children. Working on improving livelihood of families 

and persons with disabilities could be an appropriate 

measure to decrease vulnerability. In some cases 

however, children of the poor are protected not only 

by their parents, but also by their direct communities, 

as all community members know the child. Community 

awareness and visibility of children with disabilities in 

society may increase protection of the child. The CBR-

programme can play an important role in creating 

acceptance of the child in its direct community and  

in doing so contributes to the protection of the child.

Disabled Peoples’ Organizations                                                                                                                      

DPOs are often places where people with disabilities 

meet other people with disabilities for the !rst time. 

When talking to young people with disabilities who 

have faced violence in their lives they often mention 

that the DPO was the place where they !rst realized that 

violence committed against them was wrong. There are 

testimonies of persons with disabilities who found the 

courage to step out of a violent environment due to 

the empowering e#ect of DPOs. Many of the DPOs do 

not reach children with disabilities and often only focus 

on issues of adults with disabilities. CBR-programmes 

could work together with DPOs to better reach children 

with disabilities and in this way start the process of 

empowerment at a younger age. 

Developing social networks to protect children with 

disabilities                                                        

All the examples mentioned above work through the 

same principle of including children with disabilities 

in protective social networks. These social networks 

exist at di#erent levels: the household level, the 

neighborhood level, the school level, the DPO level  

and the policy and government level. In most cases 

violence exists where children are excluded from social 

networks and are regarded as “less important or less 

valuable” in their societies. Although this accounts for 

all children, children with disabilities are even more 

prone to exclusion. Looking into the social networks 

of children like Konjit, Belayneh and Workenesh, and 

into the belief systems of their communities about 

children with disabilities, CBR-programmes have many 

tools at hand to work on the protection of children  

with disabilities or on !nding justice. 

 (Nigeria)
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Competencies

The participant:

•  gains an understanding of the magnitude of violence 

towards children with disabilities

•  gains knowledge on rights of children with disabilities

•  enhances skills to plan activities to protect children 

with disabilities

•  becomes creative in designing and presenting

  strategies

Session preparation

Setting: 

the trainer should !rst !nd out which parts are 

appropriate and viable to carry out. The !rst and 

second part are carried out in subgroups of 3-4 persons, 

depending of the total group size, the third and 

fourth part in plenary. For the !rst assignment access 

to Internet is necessary. Alternatively the following 

documents as found on the DVD can be used: the 

United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons 

with Disabilities and Convention on the Rights of the 

Child. The trainer could deliver hard copies. The trainer 

could also browse the Internet before the training to  

!nd out whether there is information available about  

speci!c countries. If not it is better to !nd hard copies  

from organizations working in child protection. 

Depending on the educational background of the 

group members the trainer might have to translate or 

summarize some of the articles. 

Approximate duration: 

the di#erent parts are extensive assignments. It is  

 

 

recommended to appoint a maximum duration for  

each part.

Required materials: 

depending on materials available and assignments 

chosen, select appropriate materials:

•  computers with DVD and access to Internet,  

LCD-projector

• one or several video cameras, TV, video recorder

• $ipchart / large papers, markers

• blackboard, chalk / whiteboard, markers 

• overhead projector, pens, transparencies, screen

Suggested session design: 

review of literature, design of video or poster, role-play 

and brainstorm

First part

1.   One subgroup tries to !nd statistics on violence 

against children in their particular country and 

if possible against children with disabilities and 

present these statistics in a creative way during a 

plenary session. If available one could make use of 

power point, but also alternatives such as $ip-over 

and colored cards could be used.

2.   One subgroup studies publications on legislation 

and policies regarding child violence and child 

protection in their particular country and present 

this to the entire group.

3.   One subgroup studies articles in the UN Convention 

on the Rights of the Child, the UN Convention on 

the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) as well 
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as other internationally available legal documents; 

summarize the most important aspects that relate 

to violence towards children with disabilities and 

present the information during a plenary session.

4.   One subgroup interviews - in an open interview 

or by means of a questionnaire - institutions and 

professionals in their particular country who are 

working with children who have faced violence in 

their lives. They should try to !nd out how (inter-) 

national law and legislation supports their work 

and what interventions either protect children from 

violence, or help children to overcome the hardship 

of being abused.

Second part

1.   Small subgroups will be formed. Each subgroup 

is provided with a video camera. They are 

asked to make a promotional video of about 5 

to 10 minutes in which they present di#erent 

ways in which their CBR-project is protecting 

or preventing children with disabilities against 

violence. If video cameras are not available, the 

assignment can be to design a poster on the  

same subject. 

   NB: in this and the following assignment it is 

important never to show children who can be 

recognized as real victims of violence. Rather 

use actors, or !lm in such a way that people and 

locations are unrecognizable for others.

2.   The subgroups are asked to make a promotional 

video of 5 to 10 minutes, or a poster, in which they 

present di#erent ways in which their CBR-project is 

giving psychosocial rehabilitation to children who 

have faced violence. 

Third part

Participants are asked to perform a role-play resembling 

the following situations in front of the bigger group. 

The group members re$ect on the role-plays. What 

went well? Which advice do you give the CBR-worker in 

his or her communication with the child, the father or 

teacher? 

1.  a.  A girl with a walking disability caused by polio 

secretly reveals to you that her father often locks 

her up in the house, because she is not able to 

help the family during the harvest. She doesn’t 

get any food when she doesn’t come along with 

the family to the !elds. 

  b.  The CBR-worker speaks about the above 

situation with the father of the girl.

2.  a.  A boy with a mild intellectual disability tells you 

that he doesn’t want to go to school anymore, 

because his teacher hits him when he doesn’t 

know the answers to questions that are asked to 

him. This happens almost daily.

  b.  The CBR-worker speaks about the above 

situation with the teacher.

Fourth part

First the group discusses what they consider violence. 

Does it mean physical violence, emotional abuse or 

other forms? Is violation of the rights of the child the 

same as violence against the child? Clarify your ideas 

and try to come to consensus.

All participants write down an extensive list of 

activities that could be undertaken to protect children 

from violence. Include in this list also the partners  

with whom you could work together to achieve this  
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goal. Make the list of recommendations visible by  

using one of the suggested educational materials.

 

Do the same on the topic of psychosocial rehabilitation 

for children who have faced violence. What activities 

can you undertake for them, with whom could you 

work together?

Considerations

•  Working on child protection can be complicated 

at times. When starting on a case it is important to 

consider the risks you create for the child and the 

family. If the risk of making things worse are bigger 

than the chances for improvement, your actions 

could have the opposite e#ect of what was planned. 

You might have to choose to approach things in 

a di#erent manner. This consideration should be 

followed through the whole process of involvement 

with the child. 

•  Before bringing a case to court it is important to work 

with the legal bodies and to !nd out their position 

towards protection of children with disabilities. 

Otherwise there is a risk of discovering only at the 

door of the courtroom that one of the other parties 

is unwilling to cooperate, and there is no longer any  

time for negotiation. Also try to !nd constructive 

solutions for all concerned, instead of repercussive 

actions that may result in counter repercussions  

from the other party.

•  Working on child protection needs full commitment 

of the whole organization. The management of a 

CBR-programme cannot leave this work to their 

!eldworkers alone. Actually, most CBR-programmes  

 

don’t have the required knowledge about legal 

matters, so it is advisable to seek collaboration with 

and advice from other organizations. 

•  Working on child protection can be a challenging  

job. Make sure that the sta#-members involved 

in cases of abuse or other traumatizing situations 

have a chance to share their stories and !nd ways 

to handle the di"culties they have experienced. It 

is advisable to have certain protocols embedded 

in your programme of how to act in cases where 

personnel have had traumatic experiences, such as 

being confronted with cases of abuse.

•  It might seem too hard to even start working on the 

issue of child protection. We should be careful not to 

make situations worse, when tackling these sensitive 

matters in a non-professional way. Still, do not forget 

that every CBR-programme is implicitly or explicitly 

already involved and that no form of child abuse is 

acceptable!

Recommended reading

•  Boersma M, Violence against Ethiopian Children with 

Disabilities – The stories and perspectives of children, 

2008 (DVD)


